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Gertrude Stein 

What Are Masterpieces and Why Are There So Few of Them (1936) 

| do not know whether | have made any of this very clear, it is clear, but unfortunately | have 
written it all down all summer and in spite of everything | am now remembering and when you 
remember it is never clear. This is what makes secondary writing, it is remembering, it is very 
curious you begin to write something and suddenly you remember something and if you 
continue to remember your writing gets very confused. If you do not remember while you are 
writing, it may seem confused to others but actually it is clear and eventually that clarity will be 
clear, that is what a master-piece is, but if you remember while you are writing it will seem clear 
at the time to any one but the clarity will go out of it that is what a master-piece is not. 

All this sounds awfully complicated but it is not complicated at all, it is just what happens. Any of 
you when you write you try to remember what you are about to write and you will see 
immediately how lifeless the writing becomes that is why expository writing is so dull because it 
is all remembered, that is why illustration is so dull because you remember what somebody 
looked like and you make your illustration look like it. The minute your memory functions while 
you are doing anything it may be very popular but actually it is dull. And that is what a 
master-piece is not, it may be unwelcome but it is never dull. 

And so then why are there so few of them. There are so few of them because mostly people live 
in identity and memory that is when they think. They know they are they because their little dog 
knows them, and so they are not an entity but an identity. 
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Steve Clay and Rodney Phillips 

Although the earliest mimeographed literary item we have been able to identify is Yvor Winters's 
Gyroscope(published for his classes at Stanford in 1929 and early 1930), we'll start our story in 
1943 in the conscientious objectors' camp at Waldport, Oregon. There, William Everson 
published poems in an unofficial newsletter, The Untide,and helped run the mimeograph 
machine to produce his own X War Elegies, among other small volumes. The last book 
produced at the Untide Press in Waldport was Kenneth Patchen's An Astonished Eye Looks Out 
Of the Air,which Everson printed via letterpress in 1945 as the war was ending. Everson was 
soon to move down to Berkeley and purchase a Washington hand press to continue his printing. 
His poems from this period, including those originally written in Waldport, were collected by 
James Laughlin and published by New Directions in 1948, as The Residual Years. 
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Extracts and comments-- 


You probably have it, but in case you don't here's some of it: 
(maybe you'll want to get it--or maybe you'll want to avoid it) 


John Noto: 
"THE CURRENT META-FLUX IN THE TEMPERATURE OF THE LITERARY AVANT-GARDE 


APPROACHING THE MILLENIUM: AN ANAEROBIC EXERCISE IN POST-POST 
STRUCTURAL CYBERREALIST SONG-STYLING 


This poe-ssay will present a freewheeling overview of the current state of affairs within 
theavant-garde scamming on the millenium. Its major theme is the merging of currents 
stemming from the streams of gestural abstraction (a la Diane Ward, Leslie Scalipino and 
Michael Palmer), along with what | see as its theoretical counterpart - analytic post- 
structuralism (i.e., "deconstruction") and the larger post-modern discourse on language, 
aesthetics and technology, and of neo-surrealism and speculative poetry (a la lvan Arguelles, 
Will Alexander and Adam Cornford), into a larger river fed also by rapids of cyberpunk-bloodied 
magnesium knuckles, new-narrative rockin'-the-multi-gendered-casbah fiction and 
megawatt-outrage outings in performance poetry, as well as the con-fluencies of mass-media 
and high-tech aesthetic expression in the facsimile-space of the urban simulscape embracing 
the world today, flowing into the mouth of a vast delta in four dimensions to form a new 
synthesis on the movement tip jarring awake the traditional demarcations between prose and 
poetry and their eponymous hero, the revitalization of lyric singing which wells from below the 
belts of young turks whirling in the visceral passion integrated in neuro-linguistic glycerine at 
high decibels, exploding off pages to perform laser surgery on the body politic and trachea, that 
rose-quartz snake, unholy grail, utterance- plagued follicle, mythic horn of plenty - PRINT: 
Air-induction vents denotation. Body creates mind." [p. 10] 


"Besieged by the McPoetry of the MFA programs on one side and the mediocrity of second 
generation cascades of "language" writing on the other, we have set our sights on maverick 
waves of light volleying down the funneled stretch at the end of centuries, the approaching 

millenium darting in our sights like a target in some anarcho-erotic liberation arcade. We've 
triggered the stun-gun vibrational to frequent flying, jumped through the scan into vehicles: 

DRIVE." [p. 17] 


David Hoeffer: 
"OXYGENATING WITH THE NEW POETRY 


OK, we all agree it's time - way past time - to put poetry on a plane to its next destination. 


[Wait a minute! are we riding or flying? Is it a bird or a plane...or a car? aside: Not to worry, 
Jack's drivin’.] 


Definition of terms 


Readers will note the terms "cyberpunk surrealism" and "New Synthesis" (carried over from 
Talisman #11). [more on Talisman #11 later] They name the new poetry under consideration 
here. A less bulky equivalent is "squawk." [p. 19] 


"Squawk is paginated cyberspace. Poems in its manner are a pavement of voices, perfectly at 
home in the shopping malls of our youth and ferociously rooted in semi-pop culture: punk rock, 
cyberpunk speculative fiction, performance art, comic books, Saturday Night Live humor and 
assorted right and left-libertarian impulses." [p. 20] 


"Faithful to its sources, the squawk aesthetic is chaotic - it orders itself along unpredictable lines 
without taking long hermetic vacations." [p. 21] 


"Its forms are provisional, its content - even its _emotional_ content - subject to revision and 
refutation." [p. 22] 


"Blink and you're certain to miss the fun." [p. 22] 
[Blink. Blink.] 


"Self-conscious practitioners include Will Alexander, Andrew Joron, Darin de Stefano, yours 
truly [David Hoefer] and, in an adults-only pure form, John Noto. Unself-conscious fellow 
travellers include David Fox and G. Sutton Breiding, and probably many others who would 
blanch at the thought of being associated with any tendency whatsoever (and who've made the 
same discoveries independent of any propaganda on their behalf)." [p. 20] 


OK, now that "we all agree" what it is (supposed to be), i.e., uh, what? "it's time - way past time" 
to read a little: 


The first few lines of THE BRILLIANT OUTSIDE by David Hoeffer: 


"You're into the breach like a flying wedge, light armor somberly knocking 
up flesh. | follow with sunscreen and life-sustaining canards. 


Your minutes are mercury. | live in a five-year plan. 
I'm bored again, horny for boots and a triumph between your breasts. 


Last night was virtual sex with Raincoat Christ and Vagabond Legend. We 
awoke moist and buoyant, covered with the exhaust of dreams. 
Through the window, the sun's aorta, white times itself." 


[p. 18] 
The first few lines of OPENING KIM - MILLENNIAL FALCON by John Noto: 


"Reciprocating envelopes of flesh, 

overlapping atmospheres threaded with collapsible 
thought-conduits, 

thicken with a resonance, and sweat, 

multiplying the possibilities for a shift in the auras 
of skins. 


Tracking implausible overlays of arms and legs, 

radar-mosaics shift into place, 

creating molten abstractions harboring faces." 
[p. 90] 


The first few lines of BIO-LUMINAL SELF-SEEING by Will Alexander: 


"Snow eyes wafting 

through volatile glycerine placebos 
staring out 

at triangular alien charismas 
at marsh rabbits 
centripetally spliced 

by 

flayed ozonal nerves 
looking 

always looking 

for saffron blows 

for bursts 

for micrometer hinges 

so as to chew on 

insoluble terror" 


(Others represented in JUXTA #1: John M. Bennett, Jake Berry, Susan Smith Nash, Michael 
Basinski, Peter Ganick, Thomas Lowe Taylor, Spencer Selby and many more.) 


Not to seem sectarian, Michael Leddy's response to work in Talisman 11 is included: 
ANOTE ON "ANEW SYNTHESIS" 


"I'm wary of group-formations, particularly those that seek a claim on the reader by declaring 
that other possibilities are now history, a new writing's past. I'm wary of claims that "the dialectic 
of textual practice" is moving "ineluctably" toward one's own project (Joron 211) [in Talisman 
#11], though it must be nice to know that the future is on one's side. I'm wary of writing that 
announces its aims and procedures with manifesto-like certainty. (I like John Ashbery's 
statement of poetics, only partly disingenuous, | think: "I really have no idea why | write, or what 
| am doing when | am doing it.") And I'm wary of a fascination with "the Inhuman, that aspect of 
the Real which lies beyond language" (Joron 210) [Talisman #11]. Ted Berrigan, in the poem "Mi 
Casa, Su Casa": "| want human to begin with." 


Looking at the new-synthesis poems in Talisman 11, | find numerous echoes of Ginsberg, much 
Corso-like extravagance of diction, various surface resemblances to Burroughs. Often the 
writing suggests a relation to "slam" poetry, overwrought or not wrought enough...." [p. 23] [Do 
we group together, or grope? Do we issue manifestos, or manifest toes?] "Group-identities can 
serve to get work read, but what work do they do after that? [What other work is there?] Do they 
foster autonomous and divergent growth among writers?" [p. 24] [Growth...of course: growth! 
InSufficient unto the day is the evil thereof. Tomorrow will be difference, (difficult) but will it be 
growth? Better be, I'd say! (But will it be read?)] (Among writers. Among readers?) 


Strong, independent, blond, tanned by the wind, Sundance squats, squints warily at the rapidly 
approaching cloud of dust...says, "Who _are_ those guys?" 


Hero ego quotes the greats, "Shucks, | ain't ever been no _member_ of nuthin’, | jes been 
_me_!" [I mean, if you're great, you don't need to join, right?] 


The problem is, there's not much new (talk) to talk about here or there-- but you can could 
always change de wuriz, alter the vocabulary, make up a new lingo. 


Squawk! Say/sing some old love song, some old corn field, some old experience(s). But, | 
mean, we're bored with that/this, aren't we? And what is there but this/that? Well,...there's stir up 
the pot, russle up some new grub, make up a new brew, piss on the fire, circle the wagons, turn 
on the TV, check out the local Mall.... Or Be a Cowboy; or Be a Reader. 


But, | been to the Mall. 


"This town sure is boring without a_Mall_." 
(from the movie "In Country"). 


Wish there was something 
new to do 
around 


here 


Won't change till we're 
bored with it... 


Be bored! 
With: 


Poetry. 
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Global Network Zines: The Public Face of Mail Art 1970-1985 

By Chuck Welch 
http://www.lomholtmailartarchive.dk/focus/focus-5-chuck-welch-global-network-zines 

Ray Johnson’s influence, however, cannot be calculated or measured by mere numbers. The 
Hungarian underground magazine network authority, Géza Perneczky points out that the size of 
Johnson's “school” was important in the way it “functioned”. As such, the question arguably 
remains whether The New York Correspondence School of Art amounted to a “network” as 
much as a “list”. 6 Indeed, Johnson disliked “networking”, “network” and “mail art” as 
descriptions of his mail exchanges with others. As the core figure of a “school”, Johnson 
explained his activity “as a writing activity” and to those seeking to find out about his school he 
advised, “The only way to understand it is through participation, because what | do is made for 
each person.” Johnson continued, “My strange personality determines the whole activity of the 
Correspondence or dance School.” 7 

Ray Johnson was a creative, witty wordsmith although it can’t be determined if he understood or 
cared that an open network, or “art that networks” isn’t centralized or controlled by the 
orchestrations of a single individual. Ray’s “school” was not a network and to call it such is an 
oxymoron. Ray poked fun at the 1992 networking year as “nut-working” and chose not to 
participate in hundreds of international activities. Johnson also failed to collaborate in the 1986 
mail art congress year. Instead, Ray Johnson enjoyed a home based kind of organizational 
authority where his Rolodex-like “school” was managed by countless lists, cleverly drawn and 
played out through the privacy of the mail. Ray was clearly a “not-worker”. Perhaps “network” 
was his expression for “nothings” or a disagreement with terminology (networking) that implied 
work rather than play. 
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If in Berrigan’s poetry “nothing adds up,” as Perloff would have it, then perhaps we ought to say 
that in life itself, nothing adds up. Perhaps Berrigan’s messy contamination of life with art, and of 
art with life, has made Perloff and other critics uncomfortable. Or perhaps the honesty of this 
contamination is the source of their un- ease. The people who knew Berrigan well all have 
described the full-blown nature of the contamination. Ron Padgett has noted that for Berrigan, 
writing was “something you did when you read the sports page or ate a donut. It was something 
you did when you sat at your desk and thought about the gods. It was something you did with 
scissors and Elmer’s glue”. The poet Ed Sanders put it this way: “Berrigan was one of those 
wall-to-wall poets. He was the guy who made up the dictum that there are no weekends for 
poets”. It is the consistencies between, and fluidity of, art and life that characterize Berrigan’s 
poetics of appropriation and that give it the power of truth. -- Reva Wolf, Mess and Message: 
Ted Berrigan's Poetics of Appropriation 
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Ted Berrigan: from The Business of Writing Poetry (1978) 

When you begin writing, you don’t know how to write. Presumably most of you have already 
begun, but it’s never too late to begin over. | mean it’s necessary to begin over constantly. And 
the best thing to do when you begin is to pick some poet whose poems you like, and imitate 
some. And then find other poets & other poems and imitate them. The worst thing you can do is 
to tell anyone who you are imitating. Because then everyone will think that all the good parts in 
your poems come out of being a good imitation. When, in fact, the exact opposite will be true. 
The good parts will come out of where you misunderstand entirely what the poet you are 
imitating is doing. & so write something that is completely dumb, but that turns out to be very 
good. Misunderstanding is one of the truly creative procedures in writing. 
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